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THE POWER OF YOUR PANCREAS
Keep Your Dugestive Juices Flowing

How much you eat alters more than your waistline. It also ~ The best known hormone produced by the pancreas is
affects your body’s organs, starting with your pancreas. insulin. Insulin controls how much sugar, or glucose, is
With each bite, your pancreas must release enough taken up by your body’s cells. If the insulin-producing cells
digestive juices and hormones for you to benefit from the in the pancreas are damaged, diabetes may arise. Type 2
food you eat. Putting too much stress on your pancreas— diabetes occurs when the pancreas can’t produce enough
by too much eating, drinking, or smoking—can cause insulin to handle the sugar in your blood. Obesity worsens
serious health issues. type 2 diabetes.

The pancreas lies behind your stomach. It’s surrounded
by the intestines, liver, and gallbladder. These neighboring - Stomach

organs work together to help you digest your food.
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smaller elements that are more easily used for energy,” says
Dr. Dana Andersen, a pancreatic specialist at the National
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“Obesity can make your body less sensitive to insulin, so
it takes more insulin to achieve the same metabolic work.
That puts more stress on the pancreas,” Andersen says.
“Just losing 5 or 10 pounds can help the pancreas to work
more efficiently.”

High levels of fat in the blood can also lead to
inflammation of the pancreas, or pancreatitis, which
can be chronic or acute. With chronic pancreatitis, the
inflammation doesn’t heal and gets worse over time.
Eventually, it can lead to permanent damage.

Acute pancreatitis occurs suddenly and is very painful.

It usually resolves in a few days with treatment. In severe
cases, bleeding and permanent tissue damage may occur.
The most common causes of acute pancreatitis are
gallstones and heavy alcohol use. Gallstones are small,
pebble-like substances made of hardened bile (a liquid
produced by the liver to digest fat). Other causes of acute
pancreatitis include abdominal trauma, medications, and
infections.

Genetic disorders of the pancreas and certain
autoimmune disorders can also lead to pancreatitis.
But in nearly half of cases, the cause is unknown—a
condition known as idiopathic pancreatitis.

ARE YOU AT RISK?

o Tracking your family’s medical

= history can help you learn if

you're at risk for pancreatic
problems. “It’s always a good
idea to tell your doctor if
there’s been a family history of
pancreatic disease,” Andersen
says. “That may not sound like
much, but to a doctor it’s very
important information.”
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Knowledge of family health history is especially
important for possible early detection of pancreatic
cancer, which usually has no symptoms in its early stages.
When caught early, pancreatic cancer may be curable
with surgery. But most patients with pancreatic cancer
aren’t diagnosed until more advanced stages, when the
chances for survival are low.

PANCREAS PROBLEMS?

Talk to your doctor if you have any of these symptoms
of pancreatitis:

» abdominal pain

»  nausea

»  vomiting

» fever

» rapid pulse

»  unexplained weight loss
» diarrhea

»  oily stools
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